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VOTIVE CANDLES 


Te coin dropped with a pleasant clink into the 

box ; the candle taken up ; kissed ; lit from 
a neighbouring candle ; stuck on the pricket- 
stand. There it stands, its light now steady as a 
soldier on parade; now flickering until its ap- 
pointed time. Then a little flicker, a puff of smoke, 
and it is out. But what a lesson it has taught in 
its short life! 


Candles have been used since earliest times in 
the worship of the Church. And what a wealth of 
meaning has been given to them. As early as 
St. Jerome in the fourth century the supposed 
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virginity of bees was used to associate the wax 
candle with the flesh of Jesus Christ born of a 
Virgin Mother. The wick of the candle came to 
symbolize his human soul and the flame his divine 
Nature united in one Person. So see in the burning 
candle, if you will, Jesus Christ, God and Man, 
offering himself for you. Let it remind you to 
rejoice that he is the one true Light who lighted 
the darkness of your soul in Baptism. 


But what of votive candles? They are probably 
rarely ‘“‘ votive ’’ in the true sense of the word, for a 
votive is a vow, from the Latin votum. But there is 
no reason why they should not be truly votive if 
whenever you light one you promise to try a little 
harder. And that is what really matters. 


How gay and joyful the candles look in front of a 
shrine. What a realistic way of showing joy, of 
saying thank you. All the more realistic because the 
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coin given can be more than the cost of the candle 
and so the candle becomes an outward expression 
of the soul’s thanksgiving. Whether the candle 
be small or large its joyful light is just as expressive. 
These days we are not likely to equal our medieval 
forebears by ‘‘ measuring to” a saint: offering 
before a favourite shrine a candle or a number of 
candles equal in measurement to our own height. 


The candle may be lit just as a sign of joy: joy 
because God has revealed himself in the life of his 
saint. What more natural way of expressing joy 
on the birthday of Our Lady than to light a candle 
before her statue. We use candles on birthday cakes 
and they express just what we want to express. 


What a wonderful symbol of the prayer of 
petition is a votive candle. It has been paid for. 
Do we always realize that we can only ask God to 
give in so far as we are ourselves giving ? “ Forgive 
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us our trespasses as we forgive them that trespass 
against us.” Prayers of asking are of value just in 
so far as we are trying to identify our will with 
God’s will. That is why, quite rightly, we ask the 
prayers of a holy person in this life ; or of a saint 
in the next. So as you drop the coin in the box let 
it be a symbol of your offering of your will to God. 


So the candle is lit. See it burning. The stem so 
white and pure. Is your prayer as pure in its 
intention ? Is it being asked in Christ’s name ? On 
that depends its efficacy. “That whatsoever ye 
shall ask of the Father in my name, he may give 
it you.”’ Our motives are likely to be the more pure 
if we are taking regular opportunity to rid our 
souls of sin. 


Over a pagan shrine in Formosa is an inscription, 
“A candle in consuming itself giveth light.” 
Elsewhere there is an inscription, Luceo et absumor— 
‘T give light and I am burned up.”’ The burning 
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candle is symbolic of the Christian life of sacrifice. 
The Christian burning away the dross of his life by 
works of penance that the light of Christ in him 
(and in others) may burn more brightly. The 
Christian, by a life of self-sacrifice for his fellow- 
men, showing forth in the world Christ the one 
true Light. Both are needed if God is to be glorified 
by our light shining before men. Our Lord’s 
command is to be fulfilled in us, “ Let your light 
so shine before men... that they may glorify 
your Father which is in heaven.” 


Or you are in a hurry? Just time to run into 
church and say a prayer and light a candle as if to 
say to the saint, ‘‘ Life is such a rush, so please go 
on saying this prayer for me.” Wrong to be in a 
hurry ? Not necessarily. Perhaps wrong to be ina 
hurry when saying one’s prayers ; but surely not 
wrong to say a prayer when one is in a hurry. And 
what an encouragement to others to see your 
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candles burning when they come into the church : 
“Here is another brave traveller on the often 
heavy way of life.’’ 


Let another speak for us : 


“There it stands, unwavering in its place, 
pointing on high, pure and chivalrous. Hear how it 
speaks : ‘I am ready.’ It stands where it is worth 
while standing—before God. Nothing in it yields, 
nothing leans away, all is in entire readiness to 
serve. And it consumes itself in this service. 
Unceasingly providing light and heat. 


“ Perhaps you say, ‘ The candle knows nothing 
of this: it has no soul.’: Well, give it a soul! Let 
it become the expression of your soul. In its 
presence let all generous readiness for service awake, 
and cry out, ‘Lord, here I stand.’ Then you will 
feel that the slim pure attitude of the candle is the 
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symbol of your own attitude. Let all your pre- 
paredness for service grow strong and faithful. 
Then you will feel, ‘ Lord, in this candle I stand 
before thee’ . . . The most profound sentiment of 
our being is to be consumed in truth and for the 
love of God, as the candle turns into light and 
heat.’”’ (R. Guardini: Sacred Signs, transl. G. C. 
Pollen, S.J.). 


